Fighting Back
In a new feature, Academe highlights local success stories-initiatives in support of academic freedom on a campus near you. Send us your own stories. Many students encounter political diversity for the first time when they get to college. Their temptation is to stay with what is known and comfortable, so they often find other students from similar backgrounds and together create a world that resembles their home neighborhoods and schools. But if postsecondary education is to prepare students to participate meaningfully in the democratic process, they need to engage meaningfully in transformative and political conversations outside the classroom as well as within it. Through intentional facilitation of these conversations, we encourage the development of broader and integrated perspectives.
Free Speech Zones on Campus
The Diversity Committee at Curry College, composed of students, staff, and faculty, responded to this challenge by initiating a forum called "Peace and Justice: Questions and Conversations." The format and topics of the conversations change semester by semester, but they all aim to create a space and time for serious discussions about peace and "justice for all" within a democratic society.
Two teach-in events at Curry College , held in spring 2003 during the congressional debate about the invasion of Iraq and on the day it began, were the forerunners of the peace and justice series. At the first teach-in, faculty, students, and staff explored issues concerning the proposed war. The standing-room-only crowd courageously and respectfully engaged the realities of war, sacrifice, patriotism, liberty, justice, and peace. During the second teach-in, which lasted all day, televisions showed news of the invasion, but 9/23/05 1:48 PM In spring 2004, Massachusetts recognized gay marriage. The Diversity Committee invited professors to dedicate half of one class period during a specified week to questions and conversations about the controversy over homosexual marriage. Several professors responded, and all reported that these conversations were serious and engaged-students clearly valued the opportunity to consider this issue in a structured format.
The fall semester of the 2004 presidential elections begged for some outright political debate along with a bit of satire. We set up the President's Dining Room as a free speech zone. The campus office in charge of buildings and grounds generously provided us with the neon orange plastic netting used to create off-limits spaces. We draped it across the wall in the conference room, which is located in the main student dining room. The Diversity Committee invited students, faculty, and staff to make creative, colorful political posters to hang on the netting. Al-though both presidential candidates were represented, the post-ers overwhelmingly favored John Kerry and opposed George Bush. We wondered if this uneven split suggested that these types of conversations attract participants with a more liberal or progressive bias.
Professors participated in the free-speech-zone event by screen-ing the documentary Outfoxed, which critiques Fox News and the media in general. They led a discussion of the election issues and facilitated a conversation on human rights. All these events were well attended by both faculty and students. Moreover, they were more politically balanced than the posters outside the President's Dining Room would 9/23/05 1:48 PM have suggested-although there was a strong liberal leaning among the faculty participants.
The Diversity Committee also set up a That UVSC does not strictly model its educational program on the normative standards of the surrounding community raises the ire of many citizens, who see UVSC's proper identity as a mirror of the local "conservative" value system.
Many expressed shock at the apparent lack of authoritative oversight of student government. Some said the administration should intervene and cancel the event. An anonymously written memo turned up in some faculty boxes, arguing that all faculty should boycott the event.
Hoping some good could come out of the controversy, I or-ganized a panel discussion and open public forum to discuss it. As the event began, I stood at the front of an auditorium and watched 300 people cram into a space with seating for 160 while the cameras, the camcorders, and a low-level murmur charged the air with anticipatory electricity. I thought to myself, "This is what college is all about-curiosity, conversation, commitment!" Some of the parents attending the forum supported Moore 9/23/05 1:48 PM The activist who tried to buy the cancellation of the event later filed a lawsuit against UVSC, claiming procedural violations of policy. Defending his action, he said, "If you stand for something and speak your mind, people will try to shut you down," sparking accusations of utter hypocrisy.
Although the lawsuit was subsequently dropped, the plaintiff's contention that Utah County taxpayers who endeavor to inculcate conservative values in their children should not be paying "liberal" professors caused palpable unease on campus.
Also troubling, donors vociferously reversed pledges with symbolic flourish. Such actions are self-defeating, of course, because withholding funds only makes it more difficult for UVSC to serve democracy by fostering dialogue.
The controversy cut to the core of the role and responsibility of higher education in a pluralistic democracy, especially in homogeneous communities, and several lessons can be learned from the episode.
a. Student government is by definition the exercise of self-governance by students for educational purposes. Student government should not be a puppet regime of the executive office.
b. Usually apathetic student populations can become energized and engaged. Suddenly students were organizing protests, marching up and down the hallways of the student center with placards for and against Moore, 9/23/05 1:48 PM voicing opinions at demonstrations, instigating petition drives, writing letters, and criticizing or defending their own student government.
c. Students can sort through complex social issues, and their autonomy should be respected. My students were offended by the notion that they needed to be protected and sheltered from a national public policy debate, stating that they were mature enough to sort through nuanced political issues and draw their own conclusions. I've been called many things since I joined the history department at Hamilton College , but that was the first time I've been called a "conservative kid." The fact is that it was not conservative kids who first brought Horowitz to our campus: three years ago, I invited him to speak to the students in my seminar on the history of the 1960s and to debate me in a public forum on the legacy of that conflict-ridden decade. In the course of an e-mail exchange on an unrelated matter in summer 2002, Horowitz complained to me that he had never once been officially invited to speak at a college. Because I was teaching a course in the fall where I could slot him in, I spontaneously extended an offer to him to come speak at Hamilton . When push came to shove, and Horowitz had to choose between (a) acknowledging before a national television audience something he had previously stated as fact on his Web site and (b) lying, he chose lying. Telling the truth would have undermined his entire premise (that is, that conservatives are excluded and discriminated against on college campuses as a matter of routine policy). Then later, when called on the lie by Michael Bérubé, he explained that it was "truer" to say what was untrue, that he had been invited there by conservative students, rather than by faculty members.
The simple truth is that Hamilton College has always welcomed speakers from the right and the left: prominent conservatives who have spoken on campus in recent years as official guests include Margaret Thatcher, William F. Buckley, Phyllis Schlafly, Dinesh d'Souza-and David Horowitz. For Horowitz, however, the truer truth is that Hamilton College is just another outpost of the left-wing academic gulag, in which viewpoints like his own are ruthlessly suppressed.
There is nothing original in the subordination of truth to political expediency. It was a commonplace practice among totalitarian movements of the left and the right in the twentieth century. Still, if Horowitz would like to come back to Hamilton to explain to my students why he prefers his "truer truth" to the old-fashioned variety that we like to practice here, he has a standing invitation to do so. Things changed, however, after December 2003, when I published an essay in the Chronicle of Higher Education that quickly made the rounds of right-wing blogs. The essay was about dealing with an outspoken conservative student, whom I did not want to silence in class but whose tendency to take over classroom discussions had become grating to many of his peers. I concluded the essay by suggesting that although all students should be reasonably accommodated in classroom discussion, this principle is difficult to observe when a student's sense of what's reasonable differs so dramatically from one's own. I drew the phrase "reasonably accommodated" from disability law, which I considered to be appropriate because it involves a universal principle for taking into account individual idiosyncrasy. In response, a conservative blogger read my essay as evidence that I consider conservatives to be mentally disabled-an interpretation that I cannot credit as "reasonable."
I soon learned how the worst of the blogosphere works: snippets of text are taken out of context and batted around the Internet like beach balls in football stadiums. Before you know it, you can find yourself the object of a national campaign of outrage and denunciation. When FrontPage, the online magazine of conservative activist David Horowitz, ran an "exchange" with me in which it dropped fifteen paragraphs from my reply to Horowitz and then berated me for my "intellectual laziness," I promptly reproduced all fifteen paragraphs on my own site and accused Horowitz of rigging the debate. Horowitz's assistant, Jamie Glazov, assured me that the error was inadvertent, and I believe him-but I also believe that if I had not had a blog, FrontPage would never have bothered to correct the error in the first place.
I don't mean to suggest that blogs are useful only, or even primarily, as a means of self-defense. Mine is also an outlet for all kinds of whimsical, satirical, and occasional writing-from musings on the paradoxical status of autonomy in disability-studies debates to parodies of contemporary political events to discussions of popular music and film-that I simply can't or won't do anywhere else. (Though occasionally the blog has become a vehicle for writing elsewhere: one of my posts on disability was noticed by the Boston Globe, which then invited me to comment on the case of Terri Schiavo, the severely brain damaged Florida woman who died in March after removal of her feeding tube.) I don't blog about my department, my university, or (except on rare occasions) my discipline, partly because I think of blogging as the kind of writing I do when I'm not doing my day job, and partly because my service on departmental, college, and disciplinary committees usually prevents me from commenting on such matters without violating committee confidentiality.
Although my blog can be quite personal in its politics, there's no reason to think of blogs as atomized, individualized affairs. Blogs can also be used as clearinghouses or news aggregators about matters that pertain to contemporary assaults on academic freedom. I sometimes think that if academic bloggers had pool-ed their resources more effectively in 2003, we wouldn't have had to wait two years for a print journalist to debunk David Horowitz's claim that a student from an unnamed "Colorado college" had been flunked by her leftist professor for 9/23/05 1:48 PM refusing to write an essay on why George Bush is a war criminal.
To date, conservatives have been far more effective at using "aggregator" blogs, like Instapundit and Powerline, to generate political groundswells and feed mainstream media. There are no intrinsic politics to blogging, however, and liberal academics can-and should-make far more extensive use of the form than we've yet attempted. It's not an ideal form for scholarly exchange, to be sure, but it is exceptionally versatile (I have already come to think of hyperlinks as far more substantive modes of citation than traditional footnotes). So far, only a few of us have even begun to explore its versatility-for self-defense, for the popularization of academic work, for new forms of collaborative scholarship and communication, and for those most venerable of pedagogical goals, delight and instruction.
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